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Abstract 
Recently after some political, social, and economical changes in Iran many Iranians migrated to other countries. Malaysia is one 
of those destinations that Iranians found for education, career and sociopolitical possibilities. Migration affects families and 
couples in various ways.  This study examines the effectiveness of immigration on couples  relationship and group counseling as 
an intervention for helping them cope. Data is collected through 5 sessions with 16 Iranian couples in Malaysia. Results found 4 
dimensions affected, namely: cultural and social identity, social supports, emotions and adjustment to the host country. These 
affected areas in turn, made an impact on the marital relationships. Counseling intervention found to have helped the couples 
improve their situations. The findings of this study suggested, couples who plan to migrate, need to strengthen their marital 
relationship that enable them face challenges in adjusting to the new society.  
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1.  Introduction 
In December 2000, the UN General Assembly with regard to proliferate and a growing number of migrants 
worldwide named 18th December as International day of immigrants (Shaban Azadi, 2009). An immigrant is defined 
-Webster Dictionary).  The reasons 
encourage immigrants to leave their country (Portes & Borocz, 1989). Many researchers have reported that 
psychological distress characterizes the first years following immigration (Flaherty, Kohn, Golbin, Gaviria, & Birz 
1986; Ritsner, Ponizovsky, Chemelevsky, Zetser, Durst & Ginath,  1996). Factors associated with distress among 
earlier traumatic experiences (Westermeyer, 1989).  Also, certain personality traits contribute to maladaptive 
adjustment such as pessimistic worry, shyness and fearfulness (Hunt & Gakenyi, 2005).  
Sense of mastery is also a pertinent variable which affects the psychological adjustment of immigration (Liebkind 
& Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000; Sundquist, Bayard-Burfield, Johansson & Johansson, 2000). Most psychological research 
suggests that the most positive outcomes are associated with a strategy which strikes a balance between maintaining 
native values, beliefs and customs and adopting others belonging to the host culture (Sundquist, et al. 2000; 
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Oppedal, Roysamb & Heyerdahl,  2005; Kosic, Kruglanski, Pierro, & Mannetti, 2004). While a minority number of 
people may adopt the host culture, most immigrants only maintain their native culture, and some may find 
themselves alienated from both cultures. Safdar, Lay & Struth, (2003) mentioned that two modes of acculturation 
applicable in understanding Iranian immigrants are separate (immigrants who prefer to keep their traditional ways of 
life and avoid relationship with host society) and assimilation (immigrants take on the cultural values of the host 
society and move away from the cultural heritage and identity). Assimilation has been associated with higher levels 
of at-risk behaviours in academic achievement and psychological well-being among immigrants (Greenman &Yu 
Xie, 2008).  
  
Additionally, cultural competence which has been defined as the ability of people to function effectively and 
efficiently in a culture is evidenced in language ability, awareness of social norms and the ability to accomplish 
daily tasks.  Immigrants who are more culturally competent will likely experience a more positive adjustment 
process. Also, there is positive relationship between orientations toward host culture, length of stay in the host 
society and the amount of contact and friendship with local people with cultural adjustment (Westermeyer, 1989). 
 
2. Iranian Couples and Malaysia  
 
In Iranian culture, husband and wife relationship is largely based on gender roles.  The men must work to support 
their family, and if he is unable to find a job, there is tremendous stress on the marriage. The man may seem like a 
failure, and will express his inner emotions through anger. The man may distance himself, emotionally, from his 
wife Most wives in Iran, even 
though educated, are not expected to be involved in jobs outside the house, in contrast, women educated or not in 
Malaysia aspire to have careers of their own. Thus, being in Malaysia, Iranian women who migrated here may feel 
empowered to explore their career potentials. If she takes this opportunity, she may gain a sense of power while her 
ith traditional cultural 
values and causing tension between the couples. Women often discover a new sense of opportunity and freedom that 
they could never have experienced in their homeland, making their husbands stressful. The loss of individual and 
role identity can cause the 
foundation previously.  In other words, marital problems can make life more difficult in the new country and 
conversely, a happy marriage may promote a successful adaptation for couples in the new country (Stein & 
Dilmaghani, 2002). 
 
3. Group Counseling for Couples 
 
Group counselling intervention highlighted the importance of sharing, teaching and building skills that will equip 
couples with the skills and information to help them resolve and handle problems. It provided the opportunity for 
enhancing and making an enjoyable marriage (Govender, 2008). Group counselling intervention effective on the 
appropriate statement in couples, lower their risks for subsequent marital distress, slow couples down to foster 
deliberation and help couples learn of options if they need help later. It is one effective and efficient way to improve 
couples earlier before they become locked into dysfunctional patterns that not only destroy their relationships but 
seriously affect their children and others around them (Westerop, 2002).  
 
4. This Study 
 
Relocating to a new country constitutes a critical life transition. This transition if not properly handled, may 
-being.  In this study, group counselling 
intervention is an effort to help Iranian couples adjust and prevent the crisis from clinical stage, increased intimacy 
and mutual reliance in their marital relationships, management of conflict and compromise of differences. This 
research tried the participants understood that they can always save a relationship if each spouse takes responsibility 
for their part in the relationship and seeking help of one family counselor before vesting the time. Furthermore, the 
research revealed that intervention sessions, help couples to understand the impact of immigration on each life, 
improve coping and overall functioning of all family members, secure couples  relationships and teach them how to 
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overcome the challenges they faced. This research is important for two reasons: first, because Iranian immigrant 
couples have a lot of challenges in host countries, second, couples need to be helped before they become clinically 
disturbed and locked into dysfunctional patterns as results of marital crisis. The study is guided by these research 
questions: What are the challenges faced by Iranian couples in Malaysia? What do couples learn during group 
counselling? What are the dynamics in the group intervention with Iranian couples? 
 
4.1. Methods  
 
This study aimed to show the migration effects on psychological and behavioral dimensions of Iranian couples, 
and the effect of group counselling as an intervention. This research is qualitative in nature where data is collected 
through profiling of the demographic data and emerging themes (from interviews and counselling sessions). Five 
sessions of group counselling with 16 Iranian couples who are immigrants in Malaysia has done.  
4.2. Results 
RQ1: What are the challenges faced by Iranian couples in Malaysia? 
1- Cultural and social adaptation: Inability to speak the language of the host country, lack of the friendly 
reception by surrounding host population, lack of knowledge and mastery of the host country, isolated from a 
similar cultural background, lack of insurance and  lack of culturally and linguistically services. 
2-Psychological Adaptation: Lack of social and emotional supports, separation from family and feelings of 
displacement, traumatic experience or stress prior to migration, shame and isolation, loss of self-esteem, guilt and 
hopelessness, find themselves suddenly in the minority, prejudice and discrimination, anxiety disorder, depression 
and adjustment disorder, various barriers to seeking help and refuse to discuss their problems with anyone else. 
3-Legal issues: Barriers to the legal and social service systems, expiring of Visa and outcome emotional stress of 
renewing that, systemic and individual discrimination, inability to adapt  problems, laws and norms.  
4-Finance: Imbalance between Iranian currency verses Malaysian currency that makes a lot of stress in Iranian 
migrants, lack of scholarship and any kind of financial support among immigrants. 
5-Couple issues: Imbalances in gender and role.  
 
RQ 2: What do couples learn during group counselling? 
1-Able to define the cause of problems in couple relationships 
had problems in Iran, now it gets worse our relationship here  
  
2-Become aware of characteristics of good relationships.   
  
 
behavior  
3-Good behavioral effect on making love and sexual satisfaction. 
 ood behavior and mutual care,   
4-Manage of conflict and compromise of differences.  
 
 any  
5-Increased intimacy, enhanced the companionship and closeness of couples  
  
 ion to have fun times together. When we were going  to pick-nick or travelling, I was nagging 
and blaming. re time with me. Now I understand that he is   
6-Ability to adapt to new lifestyles as immigrants  
 n my new position, always my husband limited me and Malaysia is like a prison  
self-defeating patterns of thinking 
and behavior more successful   
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RQ3: What are the dynamics in the group intervention with Iranian couples? 
Misunderstandings can be immediately clarified and corrected by feedback and explanation (Couch & Childers, 
1989). In this study group intervention, researcher have been observed some factors as an effective factor for good 
feedback, understanding, problem solving and development of the ability.  
Members in a group have the opportunity to consult with each other and help other couples.  
a group, make friends and increase intimacy and creativity between members  
In groups, members gain important insights through sharing perceptions with each other.  
Greater characteristics and experiences of one member could cover the weakness of other members in group  
Group members came to express empathic feelings for each other and share feelings of shame and sadness.  
After this meeting I have very nice mood and feel  
Members felt a sense of higher levels of cohesiveness and togetherness in the research group.  
We catch experiences, thoughts, the idea  
Members share their similar feelings and issues into group counselling.  
behaviors and experienc  
Observing individuals who benefit from counselling provided a sense of hope for another. 
together more and w  
Members are recognized  because human face to face with aspects of life. 
 When I blem understood that my problem is very small in comparison with them  
 
5. Conclusion and Discussions 
 
The purpose of the current study was to determine a) the challenges faced by Iranian couples in Malaysia, b) the 
effect of group counselling as an intervention, and c) the dynamics in group intervention. This study found the 
challenges that Iranian couples may face as immigrants in Malaysia that categorized to: psychological adaptation, 
cultural and social adaptation, legal issues, finance and couple issues. This study found that counselling intervention 
has helped couples understand the root of their problems, become aware of the characteristics of good relationships,  
management of conflict and compromise of differences, increased their intimacy, enhanced the companionship and 
closeness  and ability to adapt to new lifestyles as immigrants. Therapeutic factors found were; Altruism, 
Interpersonal Learning, Catharsis, Cohesiveness, Universality, Instillation of Hope and Existential factors (Yalom, 
& Leszcz, 2005).  
 
Some of the results of this study are similar to other research, as mentioned by Remennick (2005) that has done a 
study about psychosocial adjustment of immigrants in Israel with Russian couples. Results indicated overall levels 
of couples adjustment and well-being in economic/occupational, social domain and new lifestyles. Hyman et al 
(2004) found, post-migration changes were in roles and expectations, conflict over gender roles and responsibilities, 
strategies used to resolve conflict, and help-seeking. Cheung (2008) studied on Chinese, Ukrainian, Polish, Italian, 
Korean and Vietnamese couples in Canada. The founding showed the factors in the marital processes that lead to the 
couples' resilience in immigration and integration. Also, Ataca & Berry (2010) studied Turkish couples in Canada. 
Including the result, socio cultural adaptation was mostly related to the variables instrumental in acquiring social 
skills in the new culture, language and contact with members of the dominant group. And Safdar, Lay, & Struthers 
(2003) found, for Iranian immigrants, maintaining Iranian identity, connectedness to family, friends and homeland 
are important issues associated with adjustment.    
 
This study suggests that the host country should provide legal newcomer communities with appropriate services 
which enable them to enjoy their stay. Perhaps there is a need of both Malaysian and Iranian Governments to 
integrate multidimensional health literacy in existing immigrant health, settlement and equal programs. At the same 
time, the visitors should help themselves by getting appropriate services such as supporting group, responsibility and 
help seeking behaviours, adaptation with new life styles, communicating and coping honesty and open mindedness 
with same nationality or same condition peoples in order to maintain high mental and behavioral conditions.  
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